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Stakeholder dialogue, as an alternative institutional strategy for environmentally and socially sustainable development, has received little attention from researchers and practitioners in developing countries such as China, even though the dialogue strategy can potentially lead public governance to a more efficient level. This paper first discusses the potential of stakeholder dialogue as an institutional tool for promoting sustainable development in China, and then presents a pilot program of stakeholder dialogue recently developed in China-the community environmental roundtables. Community leaders organize roundtable dialogues where representatives from government agencies, companies and the local residents exchange their views toward certain environmental issues they are facing and discuss possible ways to resolve the This paper is a product of the Environment and Energy Team, Development Research Group. It is part of a larger effort by the World Bank to provide open access to its research and make a contribution to development policy discussions around the world. Policy Research Working Papers are also posted on the Web at http://econ.worldbank.org. The author may be contacted at hwang1@worldbank.org.
issues. Informal agreements are reached during the dialogues and implemented after them. This community roundtable dialogue strategy has been piloted in dozens of Chinese municipalities, addressing various environmental issues. A survey of dialogue participants shows that significant impacts have been generated on environmental protection, community management, as well as social and institutional development at the community level. Mutual understanding and trust among the government, companies, and local citizens are enhanced, environmental and social conflicts are reduced, and the public performance of various parties has been improved. This approach is expected to help solve other conflicts and public governance issues in China as well. The potential challenges of institutionalizing such a program in China are also discussed in the paper.
I. Introduction
In the area of public governance, including environmental governance, command-andcontrol approaches, economic or market-based instruments, and public disclosure strategies have been extensively studied and implemented in order to provide incentives for responsible parties to improve their performance, especially in the developed world. Stakeholder dialogue, as an alternative institutional strategy for public governance, has received relatively less attention from researchers and practitioners in developing countries, even though the dialogue strategy can potentially lead to improved outcomes. In the developing world, due to lack of resources, capacity or commitment in pursuing sustainable development, the traditional regulatory approaches are difficult to effectively design or implement. Alternative approaches, such as stakeholder dialogue strategies, have the potential to supplement or complement the traditional approaches.
This paper reports an exploration in China in designing and implementing a stakeholder dialogue strategy -the community environmental roundtables -for promoting both environmentally and socially sustainable development. The rapid economic growth of China in the past three decades has lifted hundreds of millions of people from poverty, but has also generated serious environmental problems with important social implications in the country. The traditional institutional strategies and policy instruments will not be enough for the country to reduce these problems to an acceptable level, at least in the short run.
Community stakeholder roundtable dialogue, a bottom-up institutional tool, has been designed and tested in dozens of Chinese municipalities. The experiments have shown that it is feasible to establish such dialogue programs in China, and that the approach is effective in promoting mutual understanding and trust among different stakeholders to improve performance. Positive impacts on institutional transformations are also observed during the process of design and implementation of the stakeholder dialogue strategy.
The next section of this paper will first give a short discussion of stakeholder dialogue as an institutional strategy for environmentally and socially sustainable development. Section III of this paper introduces the Chinese context of public governance, especially environmental governance. The design and implementation of stakeholder dialogue strategies, community environmental roundtables in particular, are presented in section IV, where a number of cases are presented to illustrate the practices and the impacts. A survey of participants on the impacts of roundtable dialogues is reported in section V. Sections VI and VII offer discussions about the dialogue strategy and a conclusion to the paper.
II. Stakeholder Dialogue
Stakeholder dialogue has been used, extensively by the business community, to share information and concerns and develop better mutual understandings, to find areas of agreement and negotiate on terms of contracts, and to manage a joint decision-making At the community level, stakeholder dialogue can aim to prevent, manage or resolve disputes among stakeholders within a community. It can be a regular program which involves organization of periodic community meetings, preparation for meetings and follow-up actions.
The meetings may be held in a form of roundtable where all participants are treated as equally important. The literatures has explored a variety of factors which effect whether this kind of bargaining among stakeholders can reduce inefficiencies from externalities, taking into account existing distributions of economic and political power and real-world frictions in bargaining.
III. Chinese Context
Substantial environmental damages have been generated along with the rapid economic growth in China in the past three decades, and the environmental impacts have in turn generated social and economic problems. According to Chinese laws, however, it is the local governments that are responsible for environmental quality in China, while the central government and the provincial governments provide regulations and policy guidance.
Environmental enforcement by the local governments, however, often is limited in China for technical, financial, and institutional reasons. Chinese government is unfamiliar with participatory democracy, lacks capacity at the implementation level, and lacks commitment to building that capacity. Different from other countries, the partnership of community participation in China inevitably involves the government rather than a civil society, and the interface is restricted to government officials rather than community workers (Plummer and Taylor, 2004) . 
IV. The Experiment

The Issue
Given the current institutions in China, the author believes that introducing the stakeholder dialogue approach into China can be feasible and effective in terms of improving public institutions and solving current social and environmental issues in China. Since 2000, the author has been working to design and implement a stakeholder dialogue strategy in China at the community level, in order to help solve certain environmental and social problems. The questions are: 1) What kind of dialogue models can be feasibly designed and effective in helping solve the environmental and social issues the communities are facing? And 2) How should they be implemented and institutionalized?
Along with the movement waged by the central government in building a harmonious society, various stakeholder dialogue programs at the community level have been designed and implemented in dozens of Chinese municipalities, with the author's guidance 7 . While the community roundtable dialogue approach has been designed and applied mostly to solving 7 Financial support was provided by the World Bank and Chinese government. The author introduced the ideas, provided guidelines and trainings, and facilitated the design and implementation.
local environmental issues in China at this stage, it is expected that ultimately it can help solve other social and public governance issues in the whole country.
Design
The design and implementation of community environmental dialogue started with a research project on industrial pollution control of small enterprises in rural China in 2000.
While the industrial pollution control policies practiced in China are mostly designed for urban and state owned industrial enterprises, millions of relatively small, non-state owned enterprises which are mostly located in the countryside have successfully escaped the scrutiny of the regulatory system. Pollution generated by those so-called g. Community workers, who are chairing the meetings, give summaries of the major points discussed, the agreements reached as well as the future actions that should be taken. The representatives of stakeholders may sign an informal agreement whenever possible.
h. Community workers follow up on the major issues and prepare for the next dialogue meeting, including collecting reports from the government agencies and the companies and disclosing them to the public before the next dialogue meeting.
Implementation
The stakeholder dialogue approach was first tested on the pollution issues of Jiangyan, a city in Taizhou Municipality of Jiangsu Province, is located on the northern side of Yangtze River between Shanghai and Nanjing, with a land area of about 1000 square kilometers and a population of 0.91 million. A modestly well developed area in Jiangsu, one of the richest provinces in China, Jiangyan enjoyed a fast economic growth in the past two decades. However, its people also suffered from serious industrial pollution, which caused tremendous complaints from the citizens and sometime serious social conflicts. The major pollution sources were small metal processing companies, which provided a significant portion of jobs to the local residents and tax revenues to the local government. Jiangyan city environmental authorities tried their best to enforce relevant environmental regulations and won a national award for its outstanding performance in environmental inspection in 2007.
However, the environmental quality was still far from satisfactory to its citizens and the environmental authority was too weak to bring those polluters into compliance, due to various political, economic as well as technical reasons.
11 Source: Documents Submitted by Jiangyan Municipal Environmental Protection Bureau.
In 2006, Jiangyan was selected to be one of the pilot areas for the environmental stakeholder roundtable dialogue program which was jointly sponsored by the World Bank and Jiangsu Environmental Protection Department, and a number of environmental officers and community leaders of Jiangyan City participated in training on the stakeholder dialogue approach, which was provided by the author of this paper and the project team members.
After the training, the environmental protection bureau started organizing the first roundtable dialogue meeting on January 10, 2007, on pollution issues generated by the nonferrous metal industries, which received the most citizen complaints. Even though familiar with negotiation with local government authorities, the polluting firm managers could not reject the requests for further pollution reduction from the local citizens who were mostly the neighbors of the firm managers, especially when they were also facing the mass media during the dialogue meetings. While trying to explain the difficulties in reducing pollution, almost all of the firm managers promised to invest more in pollution abatement, and they did do so after the dialogue meeting.
Due to the perceived effectiveness of the dialogue approach, dozens of dialogue One of the business activities is restaurant operation; Junhong Noodle House is one of them.
With the expansion of Junhong's business in the past years, the fishy smell, the smoke as well as the noise from the stove blower affect the normal lives of those who live upstairs in the same building as well as those who live nearby. Those neighbors sent complaints many times to the noodle house as well as to the government authority -the district environmental protection bureau (EPB). The EPB investigated the case and asked the Junhong Noodle House to improve. However, the operation of Junhong was for the most part legally permitted, and therefore the EPB could not do much to punish the restaurant. The conflicts between the local residents and the restaurant became more and more serious, and the trust of local residents in the district EPB was diminishing.
In order to solve the pollution issue caused by Junhong Noodle House and the conflicts between the restaurant and the local residents, the community leader of the Huarun Village organized a community roundtable on September 6, 2007, where seven representatives of local residents, two representatives of Junhong Noodle House, and two government officials had a face-to-face dialogue. During the meeting, the community leader first summarized the issues that needed to be solved. One representative of the noodle house expressed his regrets about what had happened and his willingness to solve the problem, but also emphasized his difficulties in improving the situation. The representatives of the local residents expressed their demands for improvements, and at the same time offered suggestions with regard to how to improve the situation. The suggestions include: 1. remove the operation that is illegal; 2. replace coal with gas so that the noise and the smoke can be significantly reduced; 3. build a new sewage pipe that is solely for waste water discharge of the restaurant, so that the odor of the waste water of the restaurant will not get into the sewage pipe that is for household use; 4. relocate the raw fish processing to outside of the community; 5. do not occupy the outside street for business purpose; 6. relocate the air conditioner so that the impact of the noise can be reduced. Some representatives of the residents and the government people also offered personal help in order to implement the suggestions. After several rounds of negotiations, the three parties -the restaurant, the government and the residents -reached an informal agreement which incorporated all the major suggestions made by the residents, and the representatives of the three parties signed on the agreement.
On December 19, 2007, the community leader organized a roundtable dialogue again with the same participants as before, to review the implementation of the agreement signed in the first meeting. Five of the six items on the agreement had been realized, except the one on replacing coal with gas, because of its significant financial implication -Junhong Noodle
House had difficulty in negotiating a deal with the gas company. However, with help from the roundtable participants, the noodle house later got a deal with the gas company at a 2) smoke, and 3) human waste (there is no public latrine nearby). Complaints and even violent activities from residents upstairs took place against the operations of the two restaurants.
The community workers conducted a survey in early May, 2008 about the most serious issues concerned by the residents in the community, and found that the pollution generated by the two restaurants were among the top. On May 26, 2008, the community workers organized a stakeholder roundtable dialogue meeting, where government representatives, representatives of the local residents, the restaurant owners, and the lenders of the two restaurants sit together, discussing about the issues and looking for ways of improvement. After harsh debates and tough negotiations, agreements were reached finally: 1) the two restaurants shall be shut down or moved to somewhere else; 2) the lenders return the deposits of the restaurant owners. After the roundtable on May 26, the community workers and some residents in the community started looking for ways to help the two families. With help from the community workers, Mr. Ma started a spa, managed by his son, and Mr. Sun opened an iron shop, and they can earn enough income to survive. On June 24, 2008, the community workers organized the second dialogue meeting where some minor remaining issues were solved.
V. Survey of Dialogue Participants
The Survey
In order to evaluate the impacts and to improve the design and implementation of the 
Background of the Survey Participants
Before the survey, about 82% of the respondents participated in the dialogue only once, 12% participated twice, and the remaining 6% participated in more than twice. 10% of the respondents were dialogue organizers, 15% were government representatives, 10% from the enterprises, 52% from the residents, and the remaining 13% from NGOs and media. 56% of the dialogues were related to enterprises' pollution issues, 44% to garbage collection and treatment, and 31% to community greening. 79% of the respondents thought the dialogue topics were on extremely urgent issues they were facing.
35% of the respondents were from Chongqing, 23% from Tianjin, 26% from Chifeng, and 15 from Shenyang. 51% of the respondents were male and 49% were female. About 60% of the participants were 40 years old and older; 11.5% were younger than 30. More than 60%
of the respondents received education higher than high school. The monthly income of the respondents was mostly between 500-3000 yuan.
Dialogue Design and Implementation
Most participants thought the roundtable dialogues were well prepared in the aspects of pre-announcement, provision of background materials, location choice, representative selection, selection of moderators, and definition of rights and responsibilities. Less than 10% rated the preparation work as poor. Most participants regarded the community public announcement board as the best channel to pre-announce the dialogue meetings. There is no convergence with regard to the best way to select resident representatives. The favorite way is self-nomination plus striking a balance between districts or sectors.
All meetings were completed within 3 hours, with 24% less than one hour. More than 60% of the respondents thought the time allocation between different activities during the dialogue was reasonable. Most people (more than 80%) thought that representatives of each stakeholder should be less than ten. 42% thought the best choice of dialogue moderators were community leaders; 26% thought it should be independent NGO people.
About 80% thought the dialogue meetings had given the representatives enough time to discuss about the issues in concern. 19% of the respondents did not say anything in the meetings that they participated.
Impacts
The survey statistics show that more than 80% of government officers who participated in the meetings felt that after the dialogue process they had better understandings in the issues involved, including enterprises' measures on the issues, residents' attitudes and impacts of pollution. About 80% of those government officers felt that the trust between the government and the residents/enterprises had increased. More than 85% of them felt that the dialogue meetings helped promote cooperation between the government and the citizens/enterprises.
More than 95% of business representatives who participated in the meetings felt that they had better understanding of the issues involved, relevant government policies, residents' attitudes and impacts of pollution. About 90% believed that the trust of the business community in the government and the residents increased and that their companies could have better cooperation with the government, the residents and the mass media. 53% of the enterprises fully fulfilled their promises made in the meetings and 47% partially fulfilled.
More than 80% of the residents who participated in the meeting had better understanding of the issues involved and in the relevant government policies. About 75% of the residents felt better understanding in the impact of pollution as well as the measures taken by the enterprises. 62% of the residents felt that the residents increased their trust in the government; 49% in the enterprises. About 85% of residents felt that the dialogues improved their consciousness in participating in social management and they would pay more attention to the work of the government. About 60% thought that the dialogue would improve their cooperation with the government and the business community.
In summary, the participants felt that after the dialogue processes, the overall understanding in the issues was improved, the mutual understanding and trust between the different stakeholders were enhanced, and some of the problems they were facing were solved fully and some partially.
Future Expansion
Fifty-five percent of the respondents said they would definitely suggest to use the dialogue approach when their communities have similar socio-environmental issues, and 39% said probably. 35% of the respondents believed the dialogue approach would be adopted nationwide in the future, 46% for most areas in China and 16% for a small part of China. The biggest obstacle in institutionalizing the dialogue strategy in China is the government attitude.
The order of the advantages of the dialogue strategy from the biggest to the least is promoting mutual trust, promoting mutual understanding, solving the problems, simple operation of the dialogue approach, and low cost of organizing dialogues.
VI. Discussion
Necessity and Importance
China's serious environmental issues and their social consequences cannot be solved with the traditional legal, administrative or economic approaches alone. It would take a long time to improve the regulatory system in China to accomplish this. Even after the legal documents are in place, the effectiveness of law enforcements is still uncertain, given the unique culture in China towards law enforcement. The administrative approach can be designed and implemented quickly, but where the citizens lack trust in the government, and companies are more skilled than citizens on how to negotiate with the government, balanced results will not be achieved. Economic instruments can be improved but are far from being able to be applied because of the complexity of the issues involved.
Stakeholder dialogue can be an important alternative and complement to the traditional approaches. As the traditional legal, administrative and economic approaches are usually reflected in the dialogues as well, the dialogue approach can help better implement or enforce the traditional approaches and help the development of the traditional approaches.
Even though there are some common characteristics, the environmental and social issues are location and sector specific. A problem-solving mechanism should be so developed that it can flexibly fit into the local and sector specific situations, in order for the mechanism to be effective and efficient. Stakeholder dialogue is such a mechanism. The dialogue approach has proven successful at the community level, where the issues under dialogue are closely related to the direct benefits of the stakeholders. 
Feasibility
While there is room for improvement, the dialogue strategy as currently practiced at the community level in China has proven to be feasible in design and implementation and to be potentially cost-effective in resolving social and environmental problems.
The feasibility issue is one of the first concerns that researchers have faced in China.
Politically, the community workers can request the government leaders, the company managers and citizen representatives to participate in such kind of meetings, but in reality, the community workers may not be able to get them, especially the government leaders, to participate. In past decades, the government officials in China have developed a culture of giving instructions to citizens; some of the officials may not feel comfortable to sit down with ordinary citizens and discuss with them, equally, on issues that the society is facing. For almost all public meetings in China, government officials are honorably presiding on a stage facing the audience. With a roundtable setting, all participants are treated as equal, at least in style. The experiments show that this tradition can be changed, even though it is still a challenge for the community workers to get government officials into the dialogues before the strategy is institutionalized in China. In order for the community stakeholder dialogue work to be sustainable, it is necessary to integrate the approach into the community management procedures and have the CCP leaders supervise the dialogue work, and monitoring from upper level governments and mass media can provide insurance.
Technically, community workers in China have not been trained to organize these kinds of dialogues. Skills are needed in preparing for dialogues, facilitating dialogues, and conducting summaries and follow-ups. Even though it has not been found to be a serious issue, participant selection is not a trivial task, which could affect the fairness of a dialogue, and therefore the trust of the public and the final successfulness of the work. There are also concerns about the truthfulness in pollution reports made by the company managers and the fairness in demands made by some pollution victims. If not handled well, a dialogue can go in a direction which may generate more conflict than solve them. However, the pilots so far demonstrate that with adequate training, community workers can properly deal with those issues involved and facilitate dialogues constructively.
The financial issue was also of concern at the beginning. If organizing a dialogue is too costly, a dialogue program would not be able to sustain itself into the future. The major costs involved may include labor costs of the community workers, conference facilities, and meals of participants, which are expected to be provided by a conference organizer according to tradition. However, it is found that in almost all communities, community workers can find conference facilities owned by organizations within the jurisdiction of a community that can be provided for free for community meetings. No complaints were received from any participants of dialogues when food was not provided during the meetings. The only major cost associated with the dialogue strategy would be the labor cost of community workers who are organizing dialogue activities, which is paid by the government budget system.
Impact
While feasibility is not such a big concern anymore for the dialogue strategy to be institutionalized, the impacts of the strategy have not been well studied due to limited research resources. However, the following conclusions can be drawn from preliminary observations from the case studies and the survey of dialogue participants: e. The roundtable dialogue raises the environmental awareness of the ordinary citizens and encourages public participation in environmental management. It is also an educational process about the relevant laws, government policies, and administrative procedures, etc.
f. It is thought that during the dialogues, social and cultural forces are at work, much more than the forces of legal threat, administrative penalty and economic incentives.
g. The stakeholder roundtable dialogue approach is believed not to be a simple participatory approach, but rather a mechanism or tool for community management and service, which functions as picking up signals of the issues involved, balancing interests of various parties, and facilitating execution of the decisions or agreements made.
Challenges
There are potential obstacles, however, that can prevent such a strategy from being institutionalized. Among the challenges in institutionalizing the dialogue strategy, the local government's commitment to participate is still a dominant concern, as the local government is relatively unfamiliar or not used to the participatory approach. The capacity at the implementation level is also a concern even though it can be readily improved as long as there is a serious commitment to building that capacity.
While the overall situation with the community environmental dialogue programs in China is moving in the right direction, a number of conceptual questions remain to be answered, especially before the dialogue approach becomes institutionalized. The first question is how and in what capacity community leaders can facilitate such a dialogue. As stakeholders may not be obligated to participate in such a dialogue and some even do not want to be engaged in a dialogue, community workers will need to work out a strategy to make all relevant parties sit together around a table. The second question is what the incentives are for the responsible parties to give their promises to improve their performance at the dialogue and keep their promises after the dialogue. Moral and social forces are at work; legal threat, economic benefit as well as political pressure may also need to be generated in preparing and organizing the dialogues. The third question is how the practice of community environmental roundtables can facilitate the democratic governance in China at the local level and at the mean time promote rule-by-law instead of rule-by-man in the society.
The community stakeholder roundtable dialogue should also be a feasible and effective tool for solving other public governance issues in China, such as public security, health service, education, and transportation, etc. Stakeholder dialogue should also be useful for solving social and environmental issues beyond the level of community in China. More research in these areas is warranted.
VII. Concluding Remarks
Stakeholder dialogue can help prevent, manage, and resolve conflicts, if it is well designed and executed. It is essentially a dynamic mechanism for building good governance when applied to public management. Stakeholder dialogue can help lead public governance to a more efficient level, both economically and socially. The dialogue approach may not replace the existing regulatory instruments in practice, but it can be an important supplement or complement to the current institutions.
The rapid economic growth in China in the past three decades has significantly improved the living standards of the Chinese people and contributed to economic development worldwide. However, it has also generated serious environmental issues with important social consequences. Traditional legal, economic and administrative instruments have limitations in solving those socio-environmental issues in China; stakeholder dialogue may be a solution.
The pilot program experiments in dozens of Chinese municipalities have shown that the community roundtable dialogue strategy is feasible to adopt in China, if the party and government leaders in a region or the upper level government agencies decide to do so. There are no serious technical difficulties because the operation of a dialogue can be very simple at the community level. The major financial issue is the cost of labor of the community workers who organize roundtable dialogues, but this issue is considered to be minor as the cost of labor in China is not so expensive.
The immediate and short-term benefits of the community roundtable dialogue programs in China include: 1) better communication and understanding between different stakeholders -the government agencies, the business entities and the local citizens; 2) reducing social conflicts that are caused by whatever reasons; and 3) improving performance of all stakeholders in the area of public good provision and sharing. The long-term benefits may include: 1) raising community's awareness and knowledge about the economic, social and environmental issues that a community needs to solve; 2) building a sense of community, trust and collaboration among different stakeholders; 3) educating people about the legal provisions, government policies, rights of different stakeholders, and moral standards in various areas; 4) practicing people's rights to know, to participate, to monitor or to get compensated, as defined by Chinese laws, at the community level; 5) training people to live in a society with participatory democracy; and 6) building a harmonious society bottom-up with good governance.
The major challenges to institutionalizing such community stakeholder roundtable dialogue programs in China are the government leaders' willingness to adopt this strategy at different levels and the capacity of local community workers to facilitate the dialogues.
Substantial training for both government officials and community workers on the dialogue approach is necessary.
